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'!he Basic unit of Human Ccmmmication

Chauncey c. Riddle
Brigham y~ university

'!his paper attenpts to give a definitive answer to the question: What is the
basic unit of hmnan cammmication? '!he inquiry will proceed by establishirg
OCllIllIUl1ication as a systems concept am will then propose that assertion-inuse-oontext is the basic unit of htnnan conummication, showirg the superiority
of that unit aver others which might be reasonably considered as the basic
unit.
In systems theory we may distirguish three kims of systems, each of which
has an appropriate CCIl'pallion definition of CXIlIlllUI'lication.
We shall assume
that in reality there is only one system in existerx::e, which is the totality
of the universe. '!he term system used belCM shcW.d be read as sub-syste:m of
the universe.
static systems are geanetric arran;Jements of J'D'l-char¥;1irg
parts of sane arbitrarily defined whole.
Each static system has internal
parts (each of which has sane internal relationship with fNer':{ other part), a
system bc::Alrdary, am an environment.
communication in a static system is
urdlstructed contirguity of parts of a static system.
'!his is a nontransitive relationship. For exanple, we say that the kitchen of this house
oc:mmmicates with the livirq roan because there is a doorway which leads
directly fra.n one to the other. we say that tunnel A does not camnunicate
with tunnel B in the mine because one must go outside the mint' into another
static system to gain access from tunnel A to tunnel B.

Dynamic systems are first static systems to which c.harxJe or f'urx:tionirq of
internal parts am the external environment have been added. '!he dynamic
aspect of dynamic systems is construed in terms of input from the
environment, internal processirq of that irpIt, am outpIt fran the system to
the environment. Comnrunication in a dynamic system is the effect which one
or mrs parts of a dynamic system has upon ~ other part.
'!his
oc:mmmication is to be taken as transitive, effect transferrirq fran part to
part, oontraIy to the non-transitive nature of static oc:mmmication. '!he
unit of dynamic ocmrunication may be taken to be effective force awlied
through time, as in foot-pot.U'ds of work per mirnlte. For exanple, the engine
of an autaoobile delivers an output of foot-pall'Xis of power which is
transmitted through the transmission, drive shaft, differential, axles,
wheels am tires of the aut:c::mmile; that power translated into friction
between the tires am the pavement prqJels the vehicle alon; the surface of
the pavement. '!hus the engine cammmicates with the tires to aCXXl'lplish the
work of the autaoobile. If ~ linkage part is missin:;J or defective (e. g. ,
if the differential is stripped), then the engine no lon;er c:xmmmicates with
the tires am the functionirg of the system is defective.
An agent system is a dynamic system of which at least one part is an agent.
An agent is a bein;J whose acts are discretionary: given ~ act perfonned in
its specific context, if the actor could have acted othet:wise then the actor
is an agent. '!his is an ideal definition, for it presuwoses an anniscient

obseJ::ver. For mere humans, agency is attril:uted when the actor acts first
one way am then quite another in apparently identical rut time
differentiated situations. COnununication for an agent system is (1) action
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of the agent upon the environment to attempt to effect a desired change in
the environment; or (2) action by the agent to interpret present input from
the environment in order to project a hypothesis as to what will happen next
as a basis for communication (1).
In other words, agents both send and
receive communication as agents. In the agent communication situation the
universe is divided into two systems: the agent and all he controls, and the
remairrler of the universe.
Thus agent communication is silrply any output
from the agent system to the remairrler of the universe or any input from the
remairrler of the universe to the agent system. For exarrple, an agent who
reads a newspaper is beinJ affected by an input from the environment in the
receivinJ of communication; he may then write a letter to the editor in the
attempt to create a change in the environment by sending communication.
Negative exarrples would be failure of the delivery of the newspaper (so that
no effect of the newspaper is possible on the agent) and failure of the
letter to reach the editor (thus making in'possible any change such as that
which the agent desires) .
It is now necessary to posit two hypothetical creatures to answer the needs
of the two kirxls of agent communication posited above.
The receivinJ of
communication from ~ universe by an agent we shall denominate assessment;
the sending of cammuru.cation to the universe by an agent shall be denominated
as assertion. Thus an agent receives input from the universe and processes
it. This processinJ is never a silrple result of the universe actinJ upon the
agent in a mechanical fashion: the agent is always a creative participant,
injectinJ his desires and beliefs into the constJ:uction which he creates to
represent in his own min:i what is happeni.rq "out there" in ' he universe.
Likewise, his attempt to project a cause into the universe which will create
a desired change in the universe is clearly a function of the agent's desires
ani beliefs.
Thus, agent communication is significantly different from
either static or dynamic communication.
Whereas static communication is
wholly a matter of internal relations constrained by spatial continguity, and
whereas dynamic communication is a mechanical type of input and output
constrained in a mechanical fashion by the physical properties of the
environment and the receivinJ and producinJ system, so the input and output
of an agent system is internally shaped by the desires and beliefs of the
agent (beliefs beinJ a function of the desires of the agent). Incoming and
outgoinJ action is not mechanically detennined but is always factored by the
unique nature of the desires of the individual agent.
When we conpare assessment with assertion we see that both are necessary to
communication.
But assertion is action, whereas assessment is reaction.
Assertion is public and objective, whereas assessment is private and
subjective. Assertion is fixed and final for a given time and place, whereas
assessment may be ongoinJ, pertlaps never concluding definitively among
several possibilities.
Assertion is intrusive, offensive; assessment is
protective , defensive. Assertion is a reflection of the assessments of the
asserter, though assessment may remain mute, silent.
Assertion tends to
increase in importance with increase of the agency of the asserter, whereas
assessment does not necessarily do so. An asserter is found out for what he
is, whereas an assessor may siInply be a blotter. These contrasts suggest
that assertion is the primary factor in agent communication, a better target
for fixinJ a sinJle unit of communication than assessment would be.
Assertion is the intentional act of an agent who attempts to effect a change
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in the universe (the universe ootside of hiJDMlf) in order to dlan;Je how the
universe affects hiln. He makes this attenpt by a JlK)%'8 or less calculated
laUl'1Cili.tYJ of a pertuxbation (an effective force) into the universe. 'Ibis
assertion can take a veJ:i::>a1 or nonverbal fom, the universe seemin;J to be
irxiifferent to which form it is. 'Ihus an assertia'l can be a senter¥:e, an
exclamation, arry noise, arry gesture, arry 1I¥JVE!fIDeI'lt of body, pemaps even a
thc:u;;Iht process, shcW.d thooght processes be detectable by am therefore
influential on sane aspect of the universe.
We lIIlSt also distin;Juish between assertioo in the abstract am assertion in
the CC4'ltext of a specific usage by a given agent in a specific envirament.
Abstract assertions are in reality not assertions l:ut a'lly hypotheses. '!hey

are potential assertions, havin;J the form of assertiaw l:ut lackirg the
pertinent autcbiograpucal ard oontextual realities to make them real
assertions.
All real assertions are thus assertions by an agent in a
specific, unique, hiStoric situation. One final preliminaxy stip.tl.ation is
necessa:r.y. We shall make a basic inclusion of human CXIl'IIImlication within
agent CCIIIll'lUlication. '!his inclusion cannot be made categorically, for not
all lmmans are agents. IUt it is typical of adult human bein;Js to be agents.
'lherefore this stip.tl.ation will suffice for the present" conoem.
It is rDII possible to state the thesis of this paper p:ecisely. '!his is
thesis:
rrhe basic unit of human c:arqnunication is an assertion in
historic CX?Dtext of actually being prgpourxied Qy a real agent. We shall
this concept of assertion-in-use-oontext as the focus of attention for
remain:ier of this paper, am shall :refer to it by the acronym A~'1JC.

the

its
use
the

state basic laws which awly to the AIUC.
Eve:r.y AIUC is unique, in:tividuated by space, time, quality am
author.
2. '!he summed series of a given author's assertiaw are his histo:r.y.
(assessments are presumed to be :reflected in subsequent assertions.)
3. Eve:r.y agent is propol.ll'X:linJ an assertial at every lIXDeI1t.
4. '!he AIUC of a given nanent is the bein;J of the agent.
S. '!he measure of the ager'C;f of an agent is the sum of the aqercy of
the agent assessors which resporxi positively to his assertion, plus the
sum of his effect on non-agent :reactors.
6. '!he limitin;J factor on the expansioo of the aqercy of an agent is
his ability correctly to assess the desires of other agents as an
instrument in the fulfillin;J of those desires of other agents.
7. AIUe is the unique vehicle of message.

We shall
1.

l'lCM

are assessments of AIDCs. Messages exist only in the mi.rx1s of
assessors. '!hey are different fran intentions, for authors may interxi one
thirxJ then see that their own assertion must be assessed to have a different
message than that which they themselves interxied. Messages are the :reaction
of each sentient, intelligent observer to a given AlUC, incl\dirq the
:reaction of the asserter.

Messages

Messages have the following 0CI11p0l1etlts:
1. rrhe asserter's intent is hypothesized.
2. 'Ihe:re is a propositional decodin;J of the assertion.
3. 'Ihe:re is an attribution of stren;Jth (urgency, iDpntanoe,
authoritativeness, truthfulness, rightness, all these positive or
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negative) for that assertion.
4. '!here is an estimate of the impact or result on the universe of
that AIDe being assessed (present result am probable future results.)
Propositional decoding is the observer's mental action of translating the
signals of the AIDe into a concatenation of concepts whic::h the observer deems
to be a full am adequate representation of what the asserter is saying.
'!his translation may have two or l'OC)re versions.
One version may be the
"literal" meaning of the asserter's words whic::h is then contrasted with the
deeper or "real" meaning. When someone say's "How are you?" upon meeting you
for the first time in the l'OC)ming, it is usually best to ignore the literal
inteJ:pretation of the words spoken am answer only the "real intent," which
is often simply an acknowledgement that they recx:Jgnize your presence. This
propositional decoding is not necessarily a translation into a standard
spoken lan;;uage.
It may be this in same cases.
But it is always a
translation into the personal concept lan;;uage of the irdividual.
'!he personal concept lan;;uage of the irdividual is those concepts whic::h have
been fonned out of experience am need by each person. If people have many
experiences in COl'!'aOOI1, the concepts with whic::h they think about those COll'Ill'Dn
experiences will tern to have greater similarity than if they do not have

suc::h experiences in COll'Ill'Dn.
'!he hallmark of urrlerstarxiing of one another's concepts is the ability to
cooperate. W:len people work together over a period of time, language becomes
adequate to facilitate extensive cooperation. '!his, for inst nce, is what
makes government of the people and by the people possible. When a group of
people are familiar only with oppression and tyranny, when they have learned
to smvive that tyranny only by being selfish am devious, they do not have
the mirrl set nor the cooperative habits am attitudes which enable them to
govern themselves peaceably. Another way of saying this is that there ImlSt
be a lan;;uage of freedom am responsibility in successful use before a people
can enjoy freedan am responsibility.
'!he construction of a message by an absel:ver is very muc::h like the process
that takes place as one watches a person draw, and shoot an arrow. If one

wishes to urx1erstarxi the archer, one ImlSt figure out the archer's target,
assess the nature of the arrow (poison tipped, well-fashioned, etc.), have
same sense of the power behind the arrow (full or partial draw, 20 lb. bow or
crossl:x:M, etc.), and estimate the damage the arrow will inflict on what it
strikes as well as the future consequences of that striking. If the arrow is
aimed at us, the urgency of detennining the message is great, and thOS3 slow
to translate sametimes do not survive. It is noteworthy that the shooting of
an arrow is always an assertion, an AIDe, since all actions by a person are
such, as noted above.
It would be extremely helpful if one were able to construct the true and
correct message related to each AIDe which one obseJ:Ves. Most perons are
aware through the passage of time am the confinnation or disconfinnation of
susbsequent events that their message constructions vary widely in their
degree of accuracy. Intelligence would have us study this matter to learn to
be as accurate as we can be at all times, hoping am striving for corrplete
accuracy, but still being cautious enough to recx:Jgnize that we probably will
not attain such extraordinary perceptiveness as l'OC)rtals. The substitute for
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this unerrirg perceptiveness which llDSt people desire to have is power. The
more power one has, the less one needs to be accurate in judgirg the
assertions of others (up to a point). A potentate oatllllaOOs, not neec:linJ to
cooperate; whatever intezpretation he places on his own AIUe will often starxi
for the truth even if not true. Of course, the downfall of potentates often
oc.mes when they blWly paint themselves into a corner in not correctly
assessirg the intent of someone close to them who interrls to usurp their
power.
True message portrayal is the province of the gods.
Belief that one's
message portrayals are true is the province of fools am those who think they
are gods. Mere mrtals must silrply do the best they can, shorirg up their
guesses by recltlnjancy, tentativeness am humility as needed.
True or false, partially true or insufficiently so, whenever we utter our
interpretation of another person's AIDe we are assertirg ourselves, am it is
then up to our observers to guess what we really mean am hC1tI correct we are
in intezpretirg the AIUe which we report. The fabric of society is thus one

great AIUe fair wherein evezyone is taking in evezyone else's AIUCs, makirg
judgments am hangirg out their own AIUCs for evezyone else to judge am
comment on. No wonder the course of wisdom is sanetimes to remain silent.
The message one creates for the AIDe of another is the meaning one attaches
to the AIUe. No AIUe is self-relevato:ry. All meanin:J is attril:uted by an
obsel:ver. With a multiplicity of observers there will undoubtedly always be
a multiplicity of meanin:Js for any AIUe.
Meanin;J, like m ssage, which

meanin:J is, is always specifically related to the context of assertion.
'!hus words am sentences in mention-context have no meanin:J. Hypothetical or
mck-up meani.n:Js can be made up for them.
But ordinarily they are not
inten1ed to be used, which is to say, to have meanin:J. '!here are meaningsin-general of words am phrases, which are the 1OOdal. uses of the lin3uistic
item in question in historic contexts of use.
But there are no proper
meani.n:Js, no necessa:ty or correct meanings of any lin:Juistic structure.
It is ilnportant now to corrpare AIUe with other caniidates for the position of
lOOSt fl.u'damental unit of language.
Cc:Irparison will be made with
IDoneme/character, ml:pherne/word, phrase, sentence, proposition am message.

Fhoneme/character: An isolated phoneme/character may mean anything because
it means nothing. 'lhese are units of syntactic structure, am they playa
necessa:ty and decisive role in the use of language. '!hey are the crltical
factors in creating and detennining morphemes am words. But they are not
the basic units of language because apart from their use in or as lOOrphernes
or words they have a mention-value only.
Morphemejword: A morpheme or a word apart fram an actual use in a living
context has no meaning but may have several potential starrlard meanings am
always has an infinite ntullber of potential use meani.n:Js. These cannot se1Ve
as the basic unit of language because each, until used, can have no meanings.
A phrase is yet i.ncolrplete,
shortcomings of mrphemes and words.

Fhrase:

L

havin:J the

same position am

senteD::e: sentences in use are assertions in use, even as words arrl phrases
in use may be assertions in use. rut to isolate a sentence fram a specific
use context is to leave it as potential language, not real language.
Assertion-in-use-cxmtext is an actual lin3uistic unit, have a manifold
richness of me.anin; in:llcators both in the body language of the speaker arrl
in the spatial arrl te:nporal context of utterance. So we must rej ect sentence
as oor carxtidate for m:>st basic unit of language.

Proposition:
Propositions are whatever they are constnled to be by their
authors, rarging fram tnle descriptive assertions to the essential
infonnational content of any assertion.
Propositions are thus specialized
sentential usages arrl suffer the sarre problems relative to AIDCs as do
sentences.
Messages: Message is always the subjective reaction of a participant in the
assertion context.
~istic stnlctures in :rrention context do not have
messages, arrl messages related to use context are always answers to the
question as to what is being asserted. These messages grcM arrl improve with
time arrl the interpretive ability of the observer, even relative to a given
AIDe, arrl they may also deteriorate with time.
To make the subjective
reaction of the observer the unit of language would be to beg the question,
for to ask what is the basic unit of language is to ask what is t.l)e basic
unit of me.anin;.
We are thus left with asse...rtion-in-use-conte.xt as t.l)e basic !:r.it of hUnBJ1
COIIUnl.ll1.ication.
Only that unit is an objective starting po:' 1t for huren
inquily, for the interpretation process. Only the AIDC has tie reality and
richness to provide detenn.inative clues as to what a given person really
means by makin:j an assertion is some maImer in some particular conte.xt.
There are other points 'Which favor AIDe as the basic unit of lar.guage.

This use of J...IUC is continuous ~lit.1;. ccnunon sense. Ccrnmon ser.se is not always
a touchstone, but to defy it is to assume the burden of proof in any matter.
B.lt it does seem that we all know that our language teachers are saying
sanet:hin;J i.nportant when they tell us, time after time, that the specific
me.anin; of some syntactical usage must be detennined by context.
'!he AIDe gives us the m:>st behavioral target possible for our interpretive
quest, even allowing the electronic capturing of the nuar:ces of speech

utterance, bcdy language, physical context, etc.
Such capturing is never
c:::at'plete, for the full context of any utterance is all that has gone ~fore
arrl much of what comes after. rut we can generally agree on the assert':'on as
an assertion in a specific conte..xt, even if we cannot agree on the
interpretation.
The use of AIDe is metaphysically parsimonious. It does not ner--essitate tl1e
invention of such creatures as "deep structure," "objective refer~"1ts" or
"platonic categories."
It simply points to language use as tl1e self
expression of particular rl1..ffiL"U1 beings in particular context---$ .•
This use of AIDe r~izes agency in both the speaker arxl the hea..."""8r of
language. Thus corrnnunication is not forced into the narrow reductionistic or
mechanistic frame which robs it of its agentive spontaneity arrl creativity.
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'Ihis freedom allOlilS language to rise above human resouces arxi to partake of
whatever supernatural potential for language the speakers arxi hearers may
have at their disposal. While this point is a debit rather than a credit for
a person of naturalistic philosophic bent, it enhances the li.n;Juistic
\.lOO.erstan::iin:J of that majority of mankind who savor contact with the
supernatural.

as the unit of language facilitates consideration of nan-verbal
J.anguages arxi non-language actions as part of the actual ocmnunication
phenomenon.
Considered attention to these often-neglected aspects of
Gomnumication has given dramatists powE!r through the ages arxi advertizers
commercial application in modern advertisincJ teclmiques, which, even with all
the advertizer's pecuniary diverting of basic principles, still function as
prime examples of expert conmtUI1ication.

lUDC

'!his use of AIUC is also helpful in that it helps to prevent hubris in the
human species by reminding us that there is no human voice that is final arxi
authoritative -- about anything --arxi that every assertion in its actual
context of use is always the personal bearing of personal testiIrDny. M.lch as
we would desire to be the last word, to state eternal truth the way it really
is, we must simply settle for saying the best we know arxi for hopirq that
SCllOOOne can successfully construe what we IDPAIl to their own edification.
'n1.e conclusion of this matter is the hope ti'lat focus on AIUC will provide an
enhancement to the use and understandi.ng of language by seeing it
ecologically, as it really grows in a real \'Jorld.

